The fluidity of gender constructions and the historicity of gender, as Connell asserts, is an important aspect, as it will otherwise neglect "the massive evidence of change in social definitions of masculinity."
identities with anti-heroes either being absent or in contradistinction to the main hero. Even as many of the core principles of patriarchy continue to prevail in Iranian society, the ideals of hegemonic masculinity and performances of masculinity have not remained constant.
Several recent Iranian films narrate tales of men's alienation and despair, presenting the diversity of performances of masculinity within Iran. Some of these films focus on middleclass men living in the midst of vibrant and crowded Tehran, whilst others have turned their lenses on the alienation and marginality of men living further out on the fringes of society, both spatially and within the social order.
I apply Connell's theory of hegemonic masculinity and the hierarchy of masculinities to examine the constructions of marginal masculinities in Iranian society. Drawing from Antonio Gramsci's analysis of class relations, Connell argues that masculinities are socially organized. These gender hierarchies, she argues, should be studied through the dynamic relations between them. She proposes four categories of masculinities: hegemonic, complicit, subordinate and marginalized. 9 She defines hegemonic masculinity as "the configuration of gender practice which embodies the currently accepted answers to the problem of the legitimacy of patriarchy, which guarantees (or is taken to guarantee) the dominant position of men and the subordination of women." 10 The dominant forms of masculinity, Connell and Messerschmidt highlight, enjoy cultural consent, as well as discursive centrality whilst marginalizing or delegitimizing any form of alternatives. 11 However, hegemonic masculinity is not fixed and "the most visible bearers of hegemonic masculinity" are not necessarily "the most powerful people." 12 Filmic and mythical superheroes are examples of ideals of hegemonic masculinity. Since most men do not meet the standards required of hegemonic masculinity, they instead aspire to attain them. Thus, those who subscribe to these normative standards of masculinity are referred to as complicit masculinities. They are men who "realize the patriarchal dividend, without the tensions or risks of being in the frontline troops." 13 In fact, "A degree of overlap or blurring between hegemonic and complicit masculinities is extremely likely if hegemony is effective." 14 Within the social constructions and gender relations of multiple masculinities, men at the very bottom rung of the hierarchy and domination are referred to as subordinate masculinities. These are men who are "expelled from the circle of legitimacy." 15 Marginal masculinity in contrast to the three categories above, is not simply related to dominance but "relative to the authorization of the hegemonic masculinity and the dominant group." 16 Whilst the first three groups are "internal to the gender order," the interplay of gender with other structures such as class and race produces further complexities within their gender relations. Theories of social constructionism of masculinity argue that "popular texts and images are seen to be closely connected with wider relations of domination and subordination both among men and between men and women." 18 The marginal status of the films themselves evidenced by limited screenings and viewings in Iran (particularly for Kilos and Parviz), place them as peripheral texts within such social constructions. Consequently, the influence of these subversive texts that choose to focus on non-hegemonic identities is also limited. Moreover, it is important not to emphasize the "subversive potential of alternative representations, on one hand, and to underestimate the resilience of hegemonic modes of masculinity, on the other." 19 However, these films are important in providing an insight into the "circuits of culture" paradigm and the lower hierarchies of masculinities that continue to be constructed in Iranian society.
Marginality in the Hierarchy of Masculinities
In Salur's feature debut, A Few Kilos of Dates for a Funeral (henceforth referred to as Kilos), the setting of the film emphasizes the marginality of its main characters, Sadri and Yadi, living in the shell of a battered bus at the site of a forgotten petrol station 20 . Filmed in black and white to reflect the grey and colourless dreams of the characters, the setting was inspired by Salur's travels from his hometown of Boroujerd in south-west Iran, to Tehran, where he studied. "I often thought of the petrol station that was once situated along the highway and whose prosperity had disappeared with the building of a ring road." 21 The desolate and stark landscape in which Sadri and Yadi live, far from any other community and with very limited interaction with the outside world, highlights their status as outsiders living on the fringes of society, forgotten and neglected very much like the petrol station they are charged with guarding. All the characters in the film occupy marginal positions within society in general and the hierarchy of masculinities in particular. However, the positions within the hierarchy do not remain unchallenged. In fact, the men constantly attempt to renegotiate their inferior position in relation to those above them within their microcosmic social order resulting in a fluid rather than rigid hierarchy within their small, fragmented group.
The semiotics of the characters' names reference the roles each of them plays. The epithets are likely abbreviated from loftier religious appellations, but which also reflect the position of these characters within the filmic narrative. Sadri, literally meaning prime, leading -probably from Sadr al-Din, the Leading one in Religion -had been a pahlavan, a champion, a wrestler and at the apex of the hierarchy of masculinities within his social group.
His strength and its display had been his main source of income. The younger man, Yadi, presumably from Yadollah, "the Hand of God" is now just Yadi, "a hand", "an assistant" and in fact the underdog of the narrative. Oruj, the undertaker, roams around the roads with his dilapidated van, assisting the state with recovering the bodies of those who have lost their lives in accidents, including from natural causes such as snowslides. Oruj, meaning "ascent", thus aids with the ascension of the lost spirits who will only be able to rest once they have been buried. The mentally disabled Gholam lives with his elderly father who perennially tries to relinquish his parental responsibility to his older son, Abbas. Gholam, meaning "slave", is another abbreviation, this time perhaps for "Slave of God" or "Slave" of one of the Shi'i imams. As such, Gholam occupies the lowest rung within the hierarchy of marginal masculinities -evident in the way others, including the underdog, Yadi, mistreat him.
The hierarchy between the two men living within the small, claustrophobic space of the bus is established from the beginning of the film. Yadi has to follow Sadri's orders not simply as his subordinate in their responsibilities as caretakers of the petrol station but in their daily existence. For example, Yadi is kicked out of the bus into the freezing cold because he dared to question Sadri's recent obsession with the weather forecast and sudden preference for snow over sun. Yadi's subservient role is emphasized throughout the film, as
Sadri ignores, beats and accuses the latter of lying and stealing. In the absence of women in their lives, they also assume "traditional" gendered roles in relation to each other with Yadi taking on the "effeminate" character and Sadri the hypermasculine. Yadi cooks, cleans, and weeps at the abuse he receives at the hands of Sadri, calling out for his mother and complaining about his inferior position by crying out: "I'm the weakest man on earth". The dry-cleaner reinforces Parviz's marginal position within the gender order by reminding him how he is the subject of the community's ridicule and lacks all that his father possesses. In outlining the father's attributes, he delineates contemporary ideals of masculinity within particular sections of Iranian society: The father dresses smartly, looks after himself, is financially well-off, and at an advanced age can still remarry a desirable woman. In sum, he embodies the ideal of hegemonic masculinity, which is "related to particular ways of representing and using men's bodies. The hostility and aggression is thus not simply limited to the busy roads but extends to people's interactions with each other. This is established from the opening scene of the film, where Yunes's passenger verbally abuses someone whom he clearly knows intimately and is taking to court. Similarly, the hospital secretary reacts aggressively towards Yunes, the head nurse, Ms Majd, is suspicious of everyone, and the doctor who believes Yunes to be responsible for Seddiqeh's injuries and eventual death, has no qualms in visiting the very same violence he accuses Yunes of against him. Mirkarimi asserted that the decision to depict this hidden violence in the film was deliberate. "Everyone is thinking and talking about the man who has inflicted such misery upon this woman and yet he is absent. However, the violence and aggression within the other characters fill in for his absence." 41 As such, the violence committed by another is used to justify their own, with each displaying the capacity to inflict the very same torment upon others. shown. They remain mute except for the bride's brief and formal declaration of consent to marrying Abbas. However, women's absence and silence in these films is not a deliberate continuation of certain trends in both pre-and post-Revolutionary Iranian cinema that pushed women to the margins. 47 In fact, despite the absence of women on screen, the film's narrative is driven by the compulsive need for female love. This desire for a a relationship with the opposite sex becomes the only source of meaning in their otherwise banal and bleak existence.
Mirkarimi claims his film is a reflection of Iran
As the film develops, the reason for Sadri's recent obsession with the weather forecast is revealed to be his desire to preserve the frozen body of a woman whose car was buried under snowdrift. With this discovery, Sadri, who had only loved once before, finds the opportunity to love again. The female corpse fills in for a real relationship that he had lacked all his life allowing him to once again find a purpose in life. He dresses up for his secret visits and speaks to her as though she were alive. Just as he has assumed the role of hegemonic masculinity in their small and fragmented homosocial group, he adopts the role of the protective male in relation to the woman. He assures the corpse that he will do everything to preserve her from the encroaching spring sun. when he realises her jewellery is missing he becomes furious and goes onto stow her car in a different location. 48 Sadri remains reticent about his personal affairs. His monologues, dressed up as conversations, with the female corpse reveal snippets of his past. He relates how he had been a pahlavan, and made a living by displaying his strength in street performances. However, his love for a woman whose face he had never seen but whose voice had stolen his heart, ultimately led to his downfall. The fully-veiled woman would come to his performances, complimenting him at the end of each of them. After that, he was no longer the same person.
His distraction by her eventually led to his hands faltering and he dropped the car he was lifting. The crowds mocked him, after which she never returned. This public failure of performance of masculinity resulted in the loss of his position both within society and with the woman. As he puts it to the female corpse, he "now knows that he can conquer everything other than his heart." The woman is responsible for his disability downfall and broken heart.
Similarly, it is a woman who causes Yadi to stoop to stealing her jewellery to impress his own love-interest. As he tells Sadri: "I've only stolen once for the woman I loved but you know what I'm talking about".
The first time Sadri fell in love, it was with the voice of a "bodiless and faceless" woman whom he did not find the courage to converse with the second time, he fell in love with a lifeless woman with whom he could finally speak. This struggle to form a relationship with a woman is a theme that can be traced in modern Persian literature. Many of Sadeq
Hedayat's non-heroic characters, for example, experience alienation from women, failing to enter a romantic relationship with them. The convenience of loving a lifeless woman appears in his short story "The Doll Behind the Curtain" in which the protagonist, Mehrdad, falls for a mannequin in a shop window for in his eyes she "transcended his wildest fantasies of love and beauty". More importantly, she
Could not talk, so she would never pretend to love him… She would always be contented, quiet, beautiful, always wearing that smile, this was the fulfilment of his most impossible dreams. But most importantly, she would never open her mouth, never express an opinion, and he wouldn't have to be afraid of incompatibility. 49 Referring to Hedayat's oeuvre, Hillman asserts, "Story after story depicts alienation, rejection, antipathy toward others, unhappiness, defeat, death, a deformed society, individuals deformed by fate, dysfunctional romantic and sexual relationships, and meaninglessness of life." 50 Similarly, in pre-Revolutionary Iranian cinema, the crisis of masculinity, as I have demonstrated elsewhere, is not so much of masculinity's assertion of power and authority over female subjectivities but partly their struggle and ultimate failure to form a relationship with them. 51 That the gendered social and political discourse within Iran magnifies these obstacles is, of course, undeniable, and many recent art house films, including those discussed here, critically examine the challenges of establishing relationships and intimacy in a gendered society.
These "bodiless" or mute women in Kilos are not, however, depicted as passive victims of a patriarchal society. Sadri's first love, despite being fully covered in her chador, attended public events such as Sadri's street performances and boldly expressed her desire.
His second love is out of his league. She is an educated woman independent enough to drive alone to remote areas to take photographs. Even though each of these women belong to different social backgrounds, both are mobile, participate in the public sphere and have some independence from the patriarchal boundaries of their society. In contrast, Sadri appears imprisoned by his circumstances, only seen moving within the space between the derelict bus and the car of the lifeless woman.
The dysfunctional relationship between the genders is evident in the absence of any form of conversation between them. The men's numerous attempts at discourse with women are fraught with challenges. Yadi continues to write letter after letter without receiving a single response. He is so desperate for any reaction from the woman that after Abbas returns from supposedly delivering one of his letters, he enquires: "She said nothing? Not even a bad word?" It is finally, Abbas, the man who plucks the courage to directly approach the woman, who wins her affection. In reality, however, this victory has taken the efforts of two marginalized men. Instead of delivering Yadi's letters, Abbas copies and presents them as his own, finally resulting in the woman's marriage to the latter. This article demonstrated how the films problematize the idea of a normative gender propagated through cultural images by "call[ing] to attention the construction of masculinity rather than concealing it." 53 They subvert what Neale points out as cinema's "assumption of a male norm" and each of them challenge the conceptions of knowing "masculinity as an ideal", which does not require further investigation." 54 The emergence of dejected masculinities in post-2005 presidential elections in Iran, is a notable feature in the films studied here. This is particularly relevant to Parviz and Today, which were produced after the contested 2009 presidential elections and the defeat of a large section of the urban middle class protestors who demanded social change. Even though none of the films are directly set in that era, they reflect the mood of urban Iranian society at that time.
Finally, the study illustrated the contested nature of masculine hierarchies, with further hierarchies recreated within each category. Marginal masculinities continuously attempt to attain a higher position in relation to other marginalized men, thereby creating a further internal hierarchy within the category of "marginal masculinity" itself. However, the "hypermasculine" within marginal masculinity ultimately remains marginal within the hierarchy of masculinities, deprived of any privileged access to society. The display of hegemonic masculinity can only, therefore, be effective within the category of the hierarchy that these men occupy. Kilos and Parviz, depict the infantilized man whereas the marginal in 23 The role of the postman was played by renowned Iranian composer, singer and setar player, Mohsen Namjoo. Born in 1976, Namjoo studied theatre and music at the University of Tehran and was hailed as "the Bob Dylan of Iran" by the New York Times. In 2009 he was sentenced in absentia to a five-year jail term by the Iranian revolutionary courts for allegedly ridiculing the Qur'an through his song "Shams", which is a recitation of a chapter of the Qur'an under the same title. He is currently living in New York. 24 Connell and Messerschmidt, "Hegemonic Masculinity," 832. 25 Ibid., 851. 26 The only person that Sadri treats as his equal is Oruj, with whom he "socializes" when they occasionally drink tea and smoke opium together. Oruj is also superior to Yadi, not only economically but also physically, displaying this through his forcible squeezing of Yadi's hand when advising him to look out for Sadri. 27 In the stories of the Shahnameh, being fully sighted is essential to the ability and legitimacy of the ruler. For example, under Simorgh's instructions Rostam blinds the heir to the throne, Esfandiyar, by targeting his eyes. In another episode, when Kay Kavus is captured and blinded by the white demon, Rostam defeats the demon and miraculously restores the sight of the monarch by rubbing the demon's blood on his eyes. I would like to thank Chris Gow and Karim Javan for their comments on this point. Lloyd Llewellyn-Jones, in "Empire of the Gaze," provides an overview of the importance of the sight in Achaemenid and classical monarchy. 28 Connell and Messerschmidt, "Hegemonic Masculinity," 849. 29 McKay, Mikosza and Hutchins, "Gentlemen," 284. 30 The film has participated in numerous international film festivals, winning prestigious awards including the Jury's Special Mention at the 60th San Sebastian IFF, Spain, "for its compelling and harmonious storytelling, featuring an atypical and constantly surprising antihero." Levon Haftvan, a theatre actor and director, delivers a superb performance in his role of Parviz. In terms of style alone, the film is an excellent example of the maturity of Iranian cinema, combining its realist genre with long takes, natural lighting and simple narratives with the performance of both professional and non-professional actors. 31 In an interview in Tehran, Barzegar told me that the idea of the film occurred to him when he was working on a documentary film about the famous Iranian actress and radio presenter, Zhaleh Olov. The silent and ignored man sitting at the corner of the radio studio, carrying out sound effects during the recording of a radio drama became the inspiration for the character of Parviz. 32 Connell and Messerschmidt, "Hegemonic Masculinity," 848. 33 Ibid. 34 Caslav Covino, Amending the Abject Body, 21. 35 Kristeva, Powers of Horror, 4 36 Connell and Messerschmidt, "Hegemonic Masculinity," 846. 37 Ibid., 851. 38 I have discussed this in detail in "Javanmards in Pre-Revolutionary," Forthcoming.
